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To have a signiﬁcant impact on public health, partnerships are essential — especially among
researchers and organizations that can translate such research into action. Based on the experience
of YMCA of the USA, this commentary describes how to develop a partnership strategy. It also
highlights the opportunities and challenges associated with developing partnerships and translating
theory into action.
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organization that was noticeably absent at the national level in
addressing rising obesity rates and associated chronic diseases
to one that is increasingly recognized as a national leader in
improving America’s health. A recent example that underscores
this shift is YMCA of the USA receiving a Healthy Living Innova-
tion award from the Secretary of Health and Human Services for
nationally scaling-up the YMCA’s Diabetes Prevention Program,
a program that has been proven to reduce or delay the onset of type
2 diabetes by more than half among the people with prediabetes.
This shift did not happen overnight nor did it happen by
accident. To accomplish this transformation, YMCA of the USA
made the development of partnerships a fundamental part of its
strategy. And unlike a decade ago when it had few partners at the
national level to advance healthy living, now YMCA of the USA has
public and private partnerships with marquee health organizations
such as the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention; the Robert
Wood Johnson Foundation; the LIVESTRONG Foundation; the
American Academy of Family Physicians; schools of public health;
health insurance companies, and numerous corporate sponsors.
Based on my experience with YMCA of the USA, here are
considerations if you, as an ALR researcher, wish to develop more
partners in your work.1. Understand the strength and weaknesses that your organiza-
tion brings to any partnership. A decade ago, the Y did not fully
appreciate the value of having more than 2000 Ys serving
nearly 10,000 communities; a majority of U.S. households
within three miles of a Y; a national system to train andcess under CC BY-NC-ND license.certify Y staff; a system to advocate for state and federal public
policy; infrastructure to take programs to scale nationally; and
more than a century of helping people to strengthen their
physical, emotional, and spiritual health.2. If you seek more partners, you need to make partnership
development a fundamental part of your strategy. Many
organizations have a fundraising strategy. Many researchers
have a strategy to get published. But how many have a
partnership strategy? Partnerships will develop haphazardly
or not at all without such a strategy.
Even if you have a partnership strategy, it is important
to recognize that developing partnerships take time. In my
experience, it takes on average 1½ years to develop a robust
partnership. The whole partnership development process
reminds me of a courtship. It usually begins with dating. Both
parties get to know each other. It’s casual. There are lots of
phone calls. Each party tries to get a sense of the other’s
intentions. There may be some activities conducted together,
but there is no real commitment. Sometimes, the dating
becomes more serious and a more formal partnership develops.
As in real life, this is when it becomesmore complicated. There are
‘‘memoranda of understanding’’, ‘‘partnership agreements’’, and
sometimes attorneys involved. The upside is that, as these
arrangements become more complex, they also tend to become
more meaningful and impactful. Of course, one key difference
between courtships and partnership development is that in the
partnership development process, you are looking for many
partners—not just one!3. With a partnership strategy in place, it becomes necessary to
ﬁnd suitable partners. At the risk of belaboring the courtship
metaphor, when you are just starting out, do not under-
estimate the power of the internet to ﬁnd a match! Conducting
J. Lever / Health & Place 18 (2012) 116–117 117research about people or organizations with shared interests
can be a great ﬁrst step. One of the YMCA of the USA’s partners
was discovered by surﬁng the web looking for a university
faculty member with speciﬁc research interests. Once discov-
ered, we placed a call to express our admiration of the research
and to determine the value in aligning the faculty member’s
research interests and our organizational strategy. This
approach may help you to get started, but once your partner-
ship strategy is ﬂourishing, new partnerships tend to emerge
from the existing ones. It is similar to social networking. If A is
friends with B and B is friends with C, there is a good chance
that A and C might be friends.
There is also the ‘‘blind date’’ approach—when a mutual
party or ‘‘match maker’’ who knows both parties says to each,
‘‘We think you two organizations would be great working
together, why don’t you partner?’’ Funders, who are fortunate
to work with many like-minded organizations, often play this
role. Like blind dates themselves, these can work out well or
they can be awkward. The motives of the potential partners
are less clear. For example, did the other party want to be set
up? Is the other party desperate for a partner? Is the other
party even looking for a relationship? If both parties being set
up do not want to partner together, will that impact the
relationship that either party has with the ‘‘match maker?’’
Another way of ﬁnding partners is the ‘‘bounty’’ approach.
This is when a third party holds out the promise of ﬁnancial
resources, but it is conditional upon having a certain number
or type of partners. This situation frequently arises in ‘‘Request
for Applications’’. My experience is that partnerships that are
created in this context must be entered into with caution.
These partnerships remind me of an intense, short love affair.
Both parties are excited and swept away by the opportunity;
they are captivated by what each other brings to the potential
partnership; and can only dream of how wonderful it will be in
the future. The challenge, however, is that it usually takes so
long for the opportunity to come to fruition that by the time it
does the initial steamy romance is frequently dead. Organiza-
tions have moved on to new opportunities.4. Assuming you are making partnerships a fundamental part of
your strategy, you have factored in the amount of time it takes
to develop them, and you have found partners in multiple
ways, the opportunities and challenges become more evident.
The biggest opportunity is reﬂected in the saying, ‘‘If you want
to go fast, go alone. If you want to go far, go together’’. In my
experience, partnerships have created far greater impact than
going it alone. The YMCA’s Diabetes Prevention Program, for
example, would not currently be helping thousands of peopleprevent type 2 diabetes in hundreds of locations across the
country were it not for our partnerships. Partnerships also
bring reputational value to both parties. The partnership
between the LIVESTRONGs Foundation and the Y on a
group-based physical activity and well-being program for
adult cancer survivors illustrates this point. The Y has bene-
ﬁted because it has not historically been a top-of-mind
resource for cancer survivors to achieve their holistic health
goals. Similarly, the LIVESTRONG Foundation has beneﬁtted
from the Y’s signiﬁcant physical presence across the country,
something that it does not have.
But partnerships can also have challenges, one of which is
best described as conﬂicts in organizational culture. For
example, several years ago, YMCA of the USA partnered with
a university researcher to conduct an evaluation of a local Y
program. The evaluation protocol called for a control group
and an intervention group. The local Y staff were trained
extensively. Frequent conference calls were held between the
university and the local Y. Unfortunately, however, the control
and intervention groups did not go according to the plan. The
culture of the Y is that staff did not want to deny anyone the
intervention and, therefore, offered it to everyone including
the control group! So, while the right partners and interven-
tion were in place, the invisible hand of organizational culture
led to challenges. In short, the Y’s ‘‘culture of action’’ conﬂicted
with the university’s ‘‘culture of inquiry’’.
Another challenge to effective partnerships is timing. There
are often internal issues within organizations that may not be
evident from the outside. A would-be partner could be short
staffed. A key organizational leader may be soon leaving her
job. Departments may be in the process of being reorganized.
I have learned to respect a potential partner’s timing. Like
dating, if one of the parties in the relationship is just coming
off a break-up or has experienced a life-changing event, it may
not be the best time to start a relationship. If the partnership
is meant to be, it is better to come back later when the
organization is ready than to force a partnership at the
wrong time.
Notwithstanding the challenges, partnerships are essential,
especially among the academic community—like ALR
researchers—and organizations that can translate such research
into an action. The biggest challenges that we face as a country
cannot be solved by any one organization acting alone. The
problems are too complex and organizations are too narrowly
focused. Only by becoming more effective partners will we
collectively advance the public good.
